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ROLES AND MISSIONS OF AIRBORNE, RANGER, AND SSECIAL FORCES
IN CONTINGENCY OPERATIONS, by Major Charles D. McMillin,
USA, 108 pages.

ABSTRACT

This thesis addresses the roles and missions of

U.S. Army airborne, ranger, and special forces in rapid

reaction contingency operations. The study focuses on the
requirements for and the missions appropriate for each of
these elite units within the context of the more likely
"half war"® contingency of tke nation'!s "one-and-a-half war"
strategy. Specifically examined are historical perspectives,
current organization, nission, and capabilities, as well as.

deployment and amployment concepts.
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CHAPTER I

INTRODUCTION

. « « We must continue to maintain a defenss posture
that permits us to respund effectively and simultaneousl
to a relatively minor as well as to a major containgency.

Harcld Brown
Secretary of Defense

The United States is a global power whose interests
can be threatensd at many points around the globe . . ..
To meet this wide range of contingencies, ready and
highly capable combat . . . forces are required . . ..

General George S. Brown
Chairman, Joint Chiefs of Staff

Flexibility must be the hallmark of an Army which can
exclude no continent from its plan for dealing with
aggression.

The Department of the Army

The Army's "primary objective," as delineated in its

capstons doctrinal publication, FM 100-5, Operations, "is to

win the land battle." This manual, which sets the tone for
an entire series of "How-to-Fight" field wmanuals, further
elaborates on the land battle as "large or small, against
whatever foe, wherever we may be sent to war." The manual
then proceeds to focus on "the realities" of operations in
Central Europe, as "the most demanding mission," for which the
Army is primarily structured. While stating that the prin-

ciples set forth in the manual apply worldwide, and that the
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Army maintains a substantial capability ain its "light forces"4

5

frr just such eventualities,” the manuzl 1tself gives scant
attention to the "realities" of operations outside of Central
Europe.

Thusly, the Army fosuses its doctrine on winning the
n"first battle" in Central Europe, as it is no doubt the battle
it can least afford to loss. Nevertheless, contingency opera-
tions elsewhere in the world may present a more likely possi-
bility as the Army's next "first battle." This view was
recently reinforced by Army Chief-of-Staff, General Bernard W.
Rogers, in an address to the 24th Annual Meeting of the
Association of the United States Army As summarized in Army,
the association!'s monthly magazine:

General Rogers noted that the chances of a military

contingency outsidsz of Europe are 'more probable! than

a NATO conflict and said the Army had given its world-

wide 'quick' reaction forces top priority for the re-

sources we have available.
The Chief-of-Staff further noted that these "quick reaction
forces" could range from a platoon to a three division corps,
and that they had beea afforded a priority equal to those
forces earmarked for early deployment to Europe. He also
remarked that such operations were "likely to present a new
set of challenges" and that due to the ambiguity of the
threat, a decision to use military force will come quickly
and the Army's response must be esqually rapid.6 Hence, while
the majority of the Army trains to fight "the one war" in

Central Europe, another, smaller yet significant part of the
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Army, must be trained and ready to faght, on short notice,
fanother half war" somewhere else.7

Among the forces earmarked for these shovrt notice
"half-war" contingency operations are those units generally
regarded as the elite unit58 of the American Army: airborne,
ranger, and special forces. These units are "light," capable
of aar transport to any location in the world, have unique
capabilities allowing them tvo faight immedzately on arrival,
and are maintained in a quick-response posture. For these
reasons, they will certainly be among the first and just
possibly the only American ground forces committed in a crisis
which Jdevelopes ovtside of those areas in whach thz Army
maintains forward deployed forces.

The purpose of this thesais is to examine the roles
and missions of these forces in contingency operations in
areas of the world in which there is no peace time commitment
of United States ground forces. It is not the intent of thas
thesis to suggest that trese forces may not fight in Central
Europe, as certainly they may, since such a war may just be a
battle for national survival. Under such cenditions, hcwever,
their unique capabilities will in all likelihood be applaed
in a supporting and subordinate role to the "heavy forces,"

which are primarily desagned to fight such a battle. Con-

tingency operations, on the other hand, could very well

present a variety of situations in which the only milatary

options available are providad by the unique capabilities,




or combination of capabilities these forces offer the military
planner. It will, therefore, be within the context of con-
tingency operatioas that their roles and missions will be
examined.

Since, theoretically, military forces are structured
to provide certain capabilities in order to accomplish
assigned or anticipated missions and hence to fulfill a broader
role, an undsrstanding of the roles and missions of existing
forces is facilitated by an examination of their capabilities.
3y such examination not only will present roles and missions
be better understood, but possibly, better ways to accomplish
them identified, resulting in improved capabilities and perhaps
sven in expanded roles and missions. Such an iprovement or
expansion of capabilities not only provides the military
decisionmaker a broader range of options, but provides for &
more efficient use of ever-shrinking resources.

Therefore, this thesis will examine indavidual and
collectire capabilities of rangers, specifically the Army's two
ranger battalions, airborne forces, of which the Aruy main-

tains in excess of a divasion, and special forces, of which

there are three gzoups.9 The study will fecus on units based

in the continental Un:ted States since they constitute part
of the Army's strategic reserve maintained specifically for
worldwide contingencies, Smaller airborne and special forces
units deployed in overseas theaters will not be specifically

addressed although the pasvameters and findings of this thesis
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may certainly be applicable to them.lo

Since each of these elite units have certain capabili-
ties, some of them unique, to place the units in perspective,
the capabilities of each must be examined. However, the
overall purpose of this study is to determine complementary
capabilities and if and how their capabilities can be maximized
by tairloring a force for a specific mission to include air-
borne, ranger, and special forces elements. More importantly,
in addition to maximizing indavidual capabilities, such a
mutually supporting relationship or correlation of capabili-
ties would serve to optimize the effectiveness and broaden
the capabilities of the force as a whole, This, in turn,
would lead to a thesis that rather than planning for the unie
lateral employment of these forces, the military planner should
habitually consider how to best capitalize on their combaned
capabilities when structuring a contingency force. Concurrently,
such a finding would have significant impact on the training,
organization, readiness, and command relationships of these
units. Likewise, the employment concepts that could emerge
from such an examination (for the Army, at Jeast) could
potentially fill a capability void noted by a Rand Corporation
sponsored, governmental inter-agency conference, which

reported:

The United States has no single military unit possess-
ing all the requisite skills to conduct appropriate
operations in low-level conflicts. However, highly
trained, highly skilled 2lite units are to be found in
our armed forces . . .. The existence of these forces,
however, doii not necessarily equate with the needed
capability.,

GEEsa




As might be expected, the literatures available on
the subject is limited. That which is available, is generally
of three types: historical, doctrinal, or contempory mili-
tary thought as exprassed in periodicals and service school
research papers. For the most part, the literature available
is limited to addressing the forces separately or in their
roles of supporting the operations of more conventional ground
forces.

The historical works generally focus on the large-
scale airborne operations of World War II--usually in their
role as supportive of the operations of other land forces.
Nonetheless, some perspectives can be drawn from these opera-
tions, and from other small (and less publicized) semi-
independent operations in which the talents of airborne,
commando or ranger, and special operation units were combined.
Additionally, some perspectives can be gained from certain
post-war special operations planned and/or conducted ty both
the United States and other countries.

Current doctrinal publications, such as the Army's
new series of "How-to-Fight" field manuals, consciously
focus on operations in a European, mechanized warfare en-
vironment. FM 100-5, f~r example, devotes laittle aore than
two sentences to airborne Iorces, stating that "they have
extremely long legs" (in reference to their strategic deploy-

ability) and that "they are valuable for an initial lodge-

ment" (in reference of how they might support the deplcyment
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of a larger force).12 Additionally, the proposed "How-to-
Fight" manuals on airborme operations (Field Manual 90-12)
and rangex operations (Field Manual 7-85) have been cancelled.
Such doctrine as does address the forces, does so piecemeal

and within a context c¢: how they might be employed to support

other operations--not unlike, albeit with improved weaponry,
they might have been in World War II, For example, doctrine
for airborne division operations is to be consolidated into
the field manual covering infantry division operations (Field
Manual 71-102) and ranger battalions will be addressed in the
manual on the infantry battalion (Field Manual 7-20). Special f
forces operations, alone, are separately and specifically
addressed in a separate field manual (31-20) and a series of
training circulars published by the Army's Special Warfare
Center.

Likewise, while a limited number of military writings
in professional journals (primarily Military Review, Infantry 3
and Army magazines) and military research papers address cur- .
rent and future roles of these forces (particularly airborne
forces), little, if any attention, is given to the collective
potential they would seem to offer. In short, the subject
is one which has received incomplete treatment by history
and doctrine writers. As the earlier referenced report by
the Rand Corporation concluded with respect to the low-level E

operations these forces are likely to conduct: "Comnand and

staff schools ignore such operations and thus many doctrinal
13

and perceptive areas remain unexplored.”




Therefore, it will by a process of comparing and

correlating capabilities, amalgamating existing doctrine,

and tempering both with historical perspectives and con-
temporary military thought that this thesis will examine
roles and missions and strive to establish a concept for the
combined employment of airborne, ranger and special forces.
In succeeding chapters, historical precedents, current organi-
zation, missions, and capabilities, as well as employment

concepts will be analyzed in detail.
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§ 1Harold Brown, Department of Defenge Annual Report
§ FY 79 (February 2, 1978), 9.
£

i 2General George S. Brown, United States Militar; ‘.
3 Posture for FY 79 (January 20, 1979), 17. 3
L.

E: BU.S. Army, The Dspartment of the Army, FM (Januacy
3 1977), 1-2.

>
-

1 aThe maneuver forces oI the Army are generally classi- 3
fied as "light" or "heavy." Heavy forces include armor, 4
- mechanized infantry and armored cavalry. Light forces are 7
essentially infantry formations, including: light infantry,
airborne, air assault, and ranger.

5u.S. Army, Operatioas, FM 100-5 (July 1976), 1-1 and
1-2.

: 6"Rogers: U.S. Has 'Force Imbalance! to Overcoms,"
‘3 Army, Vol 28, No 11 (November 1978), 45.

. 3 7"The one and a half war strategy" is a term most ..
* . commonly used to describe the capability of U.S. general purpose
forces. Specifically the cupability to fight one major «ar 3
in Burope and another "half war" contingency operaticn else-
where.

BRoger A. Beaumont, Military Elites (1974), 2. The
author defines slite forces as those having the traits of
voluntarism, special seleciion criterion and training.

S

YA 9The units are specifically the 1st and 2d Battalions e,
fh 5. (Ranger) 75th Infantry at Forts Stewart and Lewis, respectively; 4
the 824 Airborne Division at Fort Bragg; the 5tn and 7th

Special Forces Groups also at Fort Bragg; and the 10th Spscial

Forces Group at Fort Devens.

1°rn addition to CONJS based forces, the Army maintains
i an airborne battalion combat team in Italy; three airborne ]
: rifle companies in Alaska and one in Panama; and special forces

battalions in Germany and Panama.
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11The Rand Corporation, U.,S. Preparation for Future

Low-Level Conflict (July 1977), 7 and 8,

1224 101-5, 4-7, 14-9.

13'J.S. Preparation for Future Low-Lsvel Conflict, 8.
It may be somewhat of an overstatement that such operations
are "ignored." Csrtainly, however, they have been deemphasized
as the Army turns its attention to Central Europe. For
example, in the mid-1960's the Army's Command and General
Staff College curriculum included over 80 hours of instruction
on airborne operaticns. Daring the school year 1978-79, the
number of hours devoted to this subject had been reduced to
five.




CHAPTER II
HISTORICAL PERSPECTIVE

Where is the Prince who can afford to cover his
country with troops for its dsfense, as that 10,000
men descending from the clouds, might not in many
places, do an infinite amount of mischief before a
force could be brought together to repsl them?

Benjamin Franklin
U.S. Ambassador to France
1784

EARLY PRECEDENTS

The idea of specially trained troops striking where
and when the enemy least expects is not an i1dea new to war-
fare. Americans, in particular, dsmonstrated their skill at
irregular warfare 1long before the First Continental Congress
raised the first rifle companies of the Continantal Army in
1775. Today's rangers, in fact, trace their orlgins to 1736
ana the French and Indian Har.l Nearly thirty years later,
Benjamin Franklin, upon observing a hot air balloon demenstra-
tion would foresee the possibilities of landing troops from
the air. In the 19th Century, the crossed arrows worn by
todayts Special Forces, would first be worn by the Regular
Army officers and NCO's who led the indian scouts of the

frontier army. Early in the 20th Century, Colonel Billy

Mitchell,z would propose parachuting Anerican infantrymen
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behind the German trenches at Metz, as a method for breaking

the deadlock of World War I trench warfare.
WORLD WAR If

These early precedents notwithstanding, ranger, air-
borne 2nd special force type units directly resulted from the
World War IT experience. Ranger units were formed as an
American version of the British commandos. American airborne
units (concurrently with the British) were organized along the

lines of the German "fallshirm,jagers"3 whose success as a

L
partner in the "blitzkrieg" had made a lasting impression on

the Allies. Members of the 0SS (0Office of Strategic Services,

later to become the Central Intelligence Agency) were smployed

to organize guerrilla forces ir the occupied territories, as

the predecessors of what would later be known as Special Forces.
The Allies, impressed with German strategic use of

airborne forces to conduct the invasion of Crete in the spring

3 until in the

of 1941, would expand their airborne force
European Theater alone there would be the equivalent of six
airborne divisions, plus various smaller units.6 Tne air-
borne division, originally intended as a light, spscialized
formation, would undergo continuous modification until it
approximated the infantry division in size.7
The large scale operations subsaquently conducted dy
the Allies were tactical in nature, in which airborne forces

were usod to support the operations of conventional ground




b 2T

13
forces. Although plans for the independent, strategic use

of paratroops were developsed (among others to seize Berlin
and Rome) they would never be carried osut. Charles MacDonald,
an Amsrican World War II historian, swmmarizes the use of air-
borne forces during the war thusly:

. o« « the fact that airborme troops turned out to be
a luxury may have resulted from the way Allied commandsrs
employed the new resource. A genuinely strategic instzaad
of a tacticali approach to the use of airborne troops might
have produced dacisive results. As it was, ground or
other air action, including strategic bombing and aerial
resupply of ground troops, usually had priority, and
ground commanders were reluctant to agree to an airborns
attack unless they were sure it would not divert reswurces
from more conventional operations. A reverse approach,
looking upon airborne troops as something more than
ancillar;, might have contributed far more to the ultimate
victory.

Perhaps the closest to the strategic use of these forces was
the attempt to outflank the Rhine defenses at Arnhem in 1944,
This operation, described by B. H. Liddell Hart as a "strategic

prize that justified the stace 2nd exceptional boldness cf

dropping airborne forces so far behind the front,"lo would

fail by a "a bridge too far,"ll and became the classic example

used by both airborne proporants and apponents alike to sup-
port their views.

While airborne forces grew in stature until they be-
came a separate Anmy,lz ranger and special forces type organi-
zations remained small, Six ranger battalions and a regimen-

13

tal size "special service force" were trained, fieldsd and
employed as elite agsault infantry units. 0SS agents and

other clandestine operatives (such as those Americanz who wure




isolated in the Philippines) organized and lad guerrilla
forces in every theater of the war. Rangars and the 1lst
Special Service Force enjoyed coasiderable success spearhead-
ing the invasions the Aleutians, North Africa, Normandy,
Southern France and the Philippines. However, like their
elite cousins, the airborme, they suffered from the tendency

of higher commanders to employ them "for tasks other than

those for which they were specifically trained."lh Likewise,

despite the worldwide and fairly extensive use of guerrillas
led by 0SS agents and other clandestine operatives, ". . .
their potentials were not fully developed and exploited,"
often because their command relationships were “"vague and con-
fused" and "the strategic and tactical relationship of
guerrilla forces to conventiocnal forces w.re rarely apprecia-
ted."15

Despite this general failure to fully capitalize on
the unique capabiiities of these special units (a lesson in
itself), certain operations do emerge which provads a per-
spective on current roles and missions. These operations,
althcugh small in comparison to the major operations of World
War II, specifically combined and capitalized upon spscial
capabilities to produce decisive results. The forces employed,
although small and outnumbered, <ombined thorough planning,
suparior training, decisive and imaginative leadership, and
aggressive and skillful execution to accomplish their missions.

For these reasons, and because a crisis today may only allow,

PP
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or even dictate, an expeditious and decisive military response
with only minimal force, they are deserving of closer study.

The Germans were the first to demonstrate the potential
of these special operations, preceding their attack on the

Low Countries in 1940 with both airborne forces and "shadowy

groups of men in plain clothes, or in Dutch police or military
uniforms, (who) undertook small but important coup ds main

operations to secure bridges, overpower guards and generally

undermine defense arrangements."16 In the same campaign, a

specially trained and rehearsed assault force landed atop the
Belgian frontier fortress cf Eben Pmael, while elemen.s of
an airborne battalion landed on and near the three nearby
bridges across the Albert Canal. While the platoon-sized
"coup de main" neutralized the heavy artillery of the Fort
with shaped explosives, heretofore unused in military opera-
tions, the paratroops seized two of the three bridges intact.
17

This "legendary victory" which combined the daring well-

rehearsed action of the commando with the "strike hold"le
concept of the pacsatrooper, "unlocked the Belgian defenses
« + «» and provided & free run for the panzers."19

Later in the war, Hitler's chief commands, Otto
Skorzeny, leading a mixed force of S5 commandss and para-
troopers rescued Mussolini from the 5900 foot Monte Carno,
100 miles from Rome and the highest peak in the Apennine

Mountains. As the assault party of paratroopers and commandos

landed by glider atop the mountain, cther »aratroopers landed




in a nearby valley to prevent reinforcement of the guard
force, Other paratroops secured a nearby airfield to enable
the dictator to be flown to safety. As John Galvin, author
of Air Assault comments, "The coup may have succeeded because
it was a combination of the training and discipline of the

paratrcopers and the devil-may-care opportunism of Skorzeny

and his crsw."zo

The effect of such daring and imaginative operations
was not lost on the Allies. In early 1942, the British
mounted a parachute raid into occupied France. Dropping at
night atop a 300 foot coastal cliff at Bruneval, a specially
trained and rehearsed company of paratroops raided a key
German radar station and captured key components of the radar,
Well before sunrise the raiders had linked up with naval
landing craft and a covering force of commandos at the nearby
beach and were enroute hove. From such modest beginnings, the
Britizsh would develop the techniques and tactacs that on "D-Day,"
June 5, 1944, would allow a combination of glider-landed
special assault parties, rapidly reinforced by parachute troops
and soon thereafter by sea-landed commandos, to firmly estab-
lish the left flank of the Allied beachhead by seizing the
key bridges across the Caen Canal and Orne River.

Late in the war, in April 1945, two battalion of Free
French paratroops, accompanied by British special force
liaison personnel, were dropped on 19 different drop zones

ahead of thr Canadian lst Army'!s advance into northeast Heclland.




Delivered "innd"21 by aircraft equipped, with a specaal

bomber navigational system, the French, operacing in small
groups and "displaying fierce offensive spirit,"22 attacked
German strongpoints, prevented the destruction of key bridges
and an airfield, and rallied Dutch resistance groups. The
operation "materially assisted" the Canadian drive to the
North Sea.23

Tne Americans also demonstrated the potential of
special units operating in conjunction wath one another. Two
such operations which capitalized on the unique capabalities
of rangers, paratroopers and guerrillas were coanducted within
30 days of one another in the Philippine Islands. Both opera-
tions were raids to rescue priscners of war.

In January 1945, a reinforced company of Rangers,

preceded by a small advance force of Alamo S:outsza rescued

over 500 American and Allied prasoners from the Japanese
stockade at Pangatian. The raid was described in a report
publashed by Headquarters, Sixth Army soon after the opera-
tion as follows:

« « « the rescue force, with negligible casualties
« » o made a 29 mile forced march into enemy territory,
obtained the full support of locval civilians and
guerrillas; . . . determined accurately the enemy dis-
positions; crawled nearly a mile through flat and open
terrain to assault positions; destroyed two trucks, four
tanks and a Jap (sic) garrison nearly double the size of
the attacking force aitself; in the dark assembled over
five hundred prisoners and evacuated them from the stock-
ade area within twenty minutes; and evacuated some 300
walking and 200 invalid prisoners through 19 miles of
eneny territory.z
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In this opsration, the advance group of Aiamd Scouts (3 off1-~

cers and 10 enlisted men) preceded the main bady of the assault

force (the rangers) into the objective area by 3% hours. Tais

advance element established contact with local guerrallas and
coordinated their activities which included recomnaissance,
security, and blocking enemy reinforcement of the objestive
area, wnile the rangsr force carried out the raid itself.

Less than 30 days later, at Los Banos, the lst
Battalion, 511lth Parachute Infantry and the reconnaissance
platoon of the llth Airborne Division reinforced by 80 Filipino
guerrillas conducted another successful rascue, this time 50
miles boshind Japanese lines. Again, the advance elements of
the force (the recormaissance platoon and Filapino guerrillas)
departed 36 hours early; and used native canoes to infiltzate
the Japanese positions and reconnoiter the objective area.

Tne raid itself commenced at 0700 hours on 23 February, with a
parachute infantry company jumping on a drop zone (marked by
the advance party) adjacent to ths camp. Within 15 minutes,
the paratroopers, scouts and guerrillas had killed all 275 of
the Japanese garrison and rescued 2,147 men, women, and
children wilh the only casualty being one slightly wounded
prisoner. The raiders then linked up with the remainder of
the parachute battalion, whicih had landed over a nearby beach,
and proceeded to evacuate both the prasoners and themselves

to friendly lines. One author describes this operataon:
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+« o o the raid on Los Banos prison camp is, like the
Eben Emael raid, an example of imaginative planning and
excellent use of small-unit tactics . . .. If there
evar was a gchool book opera‘ion, it was the raid o=z
Los Banos.?
Both of these rescue operations vividly desmonstrate the
effective combined use of these spacial units. They are
particularly applicable in the age of the terrorist which
finds Ameracan facilities and citazens increasingly vulnerable
to attack and capture, and which may require the conduct of
similar type operations.

As we have seen, both the British and Americans
demonstrated that they appreciated the value of "coup de main”
or special assault forces and the use of guerrillas in con-
Junction with other specialized units in seizing or securing

critical targets. Nevertheless, Market Garden, characterized

by Cornmelius Ryan in A Bridge Too Far as "the mnost momentous
27

airborne offensive ever conceived,” and the Allaes "bitterest

airborne defeat"28 did not exploit the use of these tactics

at the points at which they very well may have beeza d2cisive.
The entire operation depended solely on th2 seizure of critical
targets, specifically a series of highway bridges capable of
supporting armored vekicles. Two bridges in particular, one
at Arnhem and one at Nijmegen turned out to be pivotal.

At the Arnhem bridge, the British seemingly ignored
the successes of the Orne River operation and landad seven
miles from this the key divisional (and corps) oojective. One

lone battalion (2d Battalion, The Parachute Regiment), did
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manage to secure one end of the bridge and hold it for four
days in "the outstanding independent parachute battalion
action of the war."29 However, the remainder of the 1st
British Airborme Division was isolated and eventually des-
troyed in the vicinity of its drop zones. The outcome may
very well have been different if the British had chosen to
employ "coup de main®" forces to seize the bridge outright and
landed the remainder of the division within supporting dis-
tance of both ends of the bridge. Certainly such a maneuver,
particularly 1f coupled dy an equally daring approach eleven
miles to the south at Nijmegen would have materially improved
the chances of this "probably the most daring, unorthodox
plan the Allies executed during the war."30

At Nijmegen, the American 82d Airborne Division was
responsible for securing the bridge over the Waal River, in
addition to a series of other bridges and ey terrain. Al-
thougn the 82d fought exceptionally well during the battle,
being praised afterwards oy the Commander of the Second
British Army as "the finest divisioa in the world today,"31
one blemish would mar an otherwise perfect performance., Tne

key brid e across the Waal River, "second in importance oaly

to (the bridge) at A;nhem,"32 would not be captured until the

fourth day of the battle--at approximately the same time that
the defenders of the Arnnen bridge were overwhelmed. Althougn
the division commandser, Major General James M. Gavin, realized

the importance of the bridge, and the bold tactics heretofore




